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MYTH 20 

Everyone Has an Accent Except Me 
John H. Esling 

'I don't have an a1.;1.:cntl' \Vails the friend indignantly. And we are all 
amused because the pronunciation of the utterance itself demonstrates 
to our ears that the claim is false. The speaker 1-vho voices this common 
refrain believe:; absolutely that his or her speech is devoid of any 
distinguishing characteristics Lhal set it apart from the speech of those 
around them. \Ve listeners who hear it arc fur our part equally 
convinced that the speaker's accent difl:€-rs in son1e significant respect 
from our own. The key to understanding this difference of opinion 
is not so much in the differences in speech sounds thal Lhc speakers 
use bul in the nature of 'own-ness' - v-rhat does it n1eru1 to be 'one of 
us' and to sound like it? It all comes down to a question of belonging. 
Accent defines and conununicatcs \.\oho we are. Acc.ent is the map 
which lil>teners perceive through their ears rather than through their 
eyes to 'read' where the speaker v-:as born and raised, what gender 
they are, how old they arc, where they might have moved during their 
life, where they went to school, what occupation they have taken up, 
and even how short or tall they arc, how 1nuch they 1night weigh, ur 
whether they arc feeling \veil or ill at the moment. 

'fhe fact is that everyone has an accent. It tells other people who 
we are because it reflects the places we have been and the things we 
have done. But the constnlCt of accent, like so 111any other things, is 
relative. \'li'e n1ay only realize that others think we have an accent 
''•hen we leave the place we came front and fm<l ourselves among 
people who share a different background front our own, or vvhcn a 
newcomer to our local area stands out as having a distinctly different 
pronuncialiou fauru 1uu~t uf lhu~e in uur group - that is, relative to 
us. The closer we are to our native place and the 1nore people that 
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are there who grew up like us, the more likely we are to sound like 
those people when 'Ne talk. In other words, we share their local acccnl. 

Some countries have one accent which is aa;cpted as 'standard' 
and which enjoys higher social prestige than any other. '!'his is true 
of RP (Received Pronunciation) in the lJK, of standard French in 
France and of many countries that have evolYed a broadcast standard 
for radio and television. Vv'e n1ay feel that this national standard is 
acccn11es-~ and that non-standard speakers, by contrast, have accents. 
Nevertheless, it has to he recognized that standards that have evolved 
in the hroadca:;L industry have their roots in language varieties that 
already exist in distinct social groups and their institutions. To use 
one particular group's accent in hroadcasting is to give that accent a 
\vider reach than perhaps it had before, but the accent it~elfis no 'lL-ss' 
of an accent than any other, although it may repn.:scnt groups and 
institutions with more political and eeono1nic pOl\"er than groups 
"'·hose members use another accent. 

Our perceptions and production of speech also change v.:ith time. 
If we \Vere to leave our native place for an ex""tended period, our 
perception that the new accents around us \Vere strange would only 
be tcmporary. Gradually, depending on our age, what job we arc 
doing and how many different sorts of folk.~ with different types of 
accents surround us, \Ve v·:ill lose the sense that others have an accent 
and we v.111 begin lo fit in - to accomn1odate our speech patterns to 
the ne\V norn1. Not all people do this to the same degree. Some rcn1ain 
intensely proud of their original accent and dialect \Vords, phrases 
and gestures, while others accommu<lale rapidly to a ncv.cenvironmeiit 
by changing, among other things, their speech habits, so that they no 
longer 'stand out in the crowd'. \.Vhethe-r they do this cunsciou.sly or 
not is open to debate and may differ from individual to individual, 
but like most processes that haYc to do with language, the change 
probably happens before Vl'e are aware of it and probably couldn't 
happen if we were. 

So \Vhen we say, 'I don't have an accent,' vl'e really 1nean, 'You 
wouldn't think t had an accent if you knew who I was and knew 
where I'd been.' It has more to do VliCh acceptance - agrccing lo slop 
listening to the other as 'other' - than with absolute differences in 

Every<1ne Has an Arcenl ExcTt Mc 

the VO\vch, consonants or intonation patterns that a speaker uses. At 
the most basic level, '••le acknowledge that every individual will alway~ 
have some speech characteristics that distinguish him or her fron1 
everyone else, even in our lo ... 111 (..Umrnunity. This is the essence of 
recognition - l\"e can learn to pick a friend's Yoice out of the crowd 
even though we consider everyone in our local crowd to have the 
same 'accent' con1pared to outsiders. So \~·hat \~·e call acLcnt is relative 
not only to experience but also to the number of speech features \VC 

wish to distinguish at a tin1e. 
JJuman perception is categorical. \Vhen it comes to pla ... ing an 

accent, we listen and categorize according to accents \\'e have heard 
before. Y../e have a hard time placing an accent that \Ve have never 
heard before, at least until we find out \\·hat tu <ts~ui.:iah: that accent 
\~·ith. Our experience of perceiving the sounds of human speech is 
very rnulh a 4uestion of 'agreeing' with others to construct certain 
categories and then to place the sounds Lhat we hear into them. Tn 

contemporary constructivist psyC"hology, this process is callL'd Lh<: 
'co-construltion of reality', in which differences can be said not to 
exist until\\'€" construct thein. One result of these principles is that 
we can become quite attuned to stereotypical accents that we have 
heard only occasionally and don't kno\•l very well, ,~tiile we become 
'insensitive' to the con1n1on accents we hear all around us ev.::ry day. 
'I'he speech of our colleagues seems 'norn1al' to our ears, while the 
speech of a stranger stands out as different from that norm. So \\'€" 
feel that we don't have an accent because of the weight of experience 
that tells us that v.e arc the best pos~ibk· ex~mple of the 'norm'. 

IJetails of pronunciation conjure up stereotypes. A ff'.v consonants 
and vowels or the briefest of intonation melodies cause us to search 
our 1ncmorics for a patt<::rn that matche.~ what we haYe just heard. 
This is how1~'e place speakers according lo diali..x;t or language group. 
It is also how \Ve predict "'·hat the rest of their consonants and vowels 
and intonational phrasing ,~;n be like. Sometimes we are wrong, but 
u.sually we n1akc good guesses based on limited evidence, e~pecially 
if we\-e heard the accent befOre. Becau.se we are used to the word 
order and common expressions of our language, a stranger's exotic 
pronunt:ialion of a word 'which we recognize and understand can he 



Language Myth:; 

catalogued as foreign, an<l we 1nayascribe it to one familiar sterculype 
or another and predict v>hat the speaker's pronunciations of other 
words will be like. In this v.11y, ~ve see others as having an accent -
because we take ourselves as the norm or reference to compare and 
measure others' speech. 

It is interesting for the student of phonetics to obirerve the various 
way~ in which one person's accent can differ fro1n another's. There 
are three 'strands' of accent whi<.:h Professor David Abercrombie of 
the Department of Linguistics of the University of Edinburgl1 tOr 
many years taught his students to distinguish: lhe very short consonant 
and vowel sounds which alternate in rapid succession; the longer 
w.1ves of rhythmic and melodic groupings. which v.·e call rhythm and 
intonation; and the longest-term, persistent features that change very 
little in a given individual's vnicc, which v.·e call voice quality. 

Consonant~ and vowels are the building blocks of linguistic mt:an
ing, and slight changes in their quality inherently carry large differences 
in n1eaning, which we detect imm<.-<liately. Bought, bat, bet, bait is a 
four-v.'aydistinclion tOr an English speaker, but may only be a l\vo-way 
distinction tOr a Spanish or Japanese speaker. Differences in vowels 
can nlake dialects of English incomprehensible even to each other at 
first. An American pronunciation of 'John' can sound like 'Jan' to a 
Scot; and a Scots pronunciation of'John' can sound like 'Joan' to an 
. .\n1erican. Consonants are also critical in dix:iding tl1e n1eaning of a 
>vord. The .4.merican who asked if she could clear away some 'bottles' 
v.11s understood by the pub O\Vner in Scotland to have said 'barrels', 
nut only because of the vo,vel but also because the d-likc pronunciation 
of the t-sound is almost exactly like the cl-like pronunciation of the 
rolled r in Scots. Again, it i~ the speaker generating the utterance who 
thinks primarily in terms of n1eaning and not in terms of the sounds 
heing used lo transmit that meaning. lt is the hearer who must 
translate the incoming speech sounds into new, meaningful units 
(\vhich we usually call \Vords) and who cannot help but notice that 
the signals coming in arc patterned differently from the hearer's own 
system uf speech sounds. Confusion over the meaning of a v.·ord can 
only highlight these differences, making the translation of meaning 
more difficult and making each participant in the conversation feel 

Everyone Has a11 Accent Except ,\1e 

that the other has au accent. The impression is therefore mutual. 
Anoth€'r meaningful component of accent is intonation or the 

'melody' of speech. Differences in the ri~es and falls of intonation 
panems, and the rhythmic beat that accompanies them, can be as 
significant as differences in the melodics of tunes that we recognize 
or in the beat of a waltz compared to a jig. One of the char.1<.:tcristic.~ 
of the American com€'dian Richard Prior's ability to switch fron1 
'v.·hite talk' to 'hlack talk' is the control of the height and of the rising 
and fu.lling of the pitch of the voice. Even more rapid tin1ing of these 
rises and falls is an indication of languages such as Svvedish and 
languages such as l.hine.~e v.'hich have different tunes, that i.~, pitches 
that distinguish word n1eanings frorn each other. Pitch can have the 
greatest l'ttect on our impres5ion of an accent or on our ability to 
recognize a voice. Our mood - whether we arc excited or angry or 
sad - can change the sound of our voice, a~ the tempo of our speech 
also speeds up or slov.'"S down, so that we may sound like a different 
person. 

'roice quality is the ensemble of n1ore or less permanent elements 
that appear to remain canst.mt in a person's speech. l'his is how ,~·e 
recognize a friend's voice on the telephone even if they only utter a 
syllable. Some voices are na:,al; uthcrslov.· and resonant; others breathy; 
and still others higher pitched and squeaky . .Presumably, the bener 
v.·e know a person, the less we feel they have a noticeable accent. 
Naturally, ho\vever, if they didn't have a distinguishable ensen1ble of 
aca:nl features, we couldn't tell their voice apart from other people's. 
Travelers to a forcig.n co1mtry often experience an inahility to tell 
individual speakers of a foreign language apart. .'\sit once did in our 
native language, this ability comes "'ith practice, that is, with e:o..-posure. 
The reason is that we need ti1ne to distinguish, first, to which strand 
of accent each particular speech gesture belongs and, second, which 
speech detail.~ are common to mo~t ~pcakers of that language and 
v.·hich belong only to the individual. Unless the indi.,.idual's speech 
stands out in son1e remarkable way, v;e are likely to perceive the 
collection of common, group traits first. 

"Much of our pt:rcepliun of ac<.t:nl <.uulJ aclually be visual. I land 
and facial gestures which accompany speech could cue a listener that 
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the speaker comes from a different place, so that we expect the person 
Lo sound different fron1 our norm. If we expect to hear an at:cent, 
v.•e probably will. Sooner or lah:r, wherever they live, most people 
encounter son1eone from another place. A stranger from out of tuw11, 
a foreigner, even a person who had muvcd a\'o'aY and retun1ed. But 
even in the same conununity, people from different social groups or 
of difterent ages can be distinguished on the ba~is of their speech. 
One of the intriguing lingui.~tic aspects of police work is to locate and 
identify suspe<:ts on the basis of their accent. Often, this technique 
comes down to the skill of being able to notice details of speech that 
other observers overlook. Sometimes, an acade1nic approach such as 
broadcasting a voice to a large nun1ber of 'judges' over the radio or 
on television is necessitated. In this case, an anonymous suspect can 
often be narrowed down as coming fro1n a particular area or even 
identifit.xl. outright. Con1puter progrm11s are also having moderate 
success at verifying individual speakers on the bas.is of their accent. 
These techniques are sometimes called 'voiccprint~', implying that 
each individual is unique, but as with human listeners, success may 
depend on how much speech from the individual can be heard and 
in ho\v many contexts. 

One nf the most popular characterizations of the notion of accent 
111odification has been George Bernard Shav/s Pygmalion, revived nn 
stage and screen as lvfy Fair rady. The phonetician, Professor Higgins, 
is renowned for tracing the course of people's lives fron1 their accents, 
and Eliza Doolittle, al the opposite extre1ne, while probably aware of 
diffcrcat ace.cuts and able to identify them to some degree, appears 
at first quite unable to produce speech in anything otl1er than her 
local·dialect accent. The transforn1ation of Eliza, explained in socio" 
linguistic terms, is the apparent result of her accommodation to a 
new social milieu and her acceptance of a new role for herself. Tn 
terms of constructivist psychology, she co·conslructed a new reality 
- a nc\v slory - for her life and left the old story behind. The 
transforn1ation had its physicaJ effect (she was no longer recognized 
in her former neighborhood) as well as its linguistic reali1.ation (her 
accent changed to suit her nc\~· ~urroun<liu~~). \Vi:, all leave pails of 
the speaking style of our early years behind, while v.'e adopt ne\'o' 
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patterns more suited to our later year~. VVhether we change a lot 
or a little depends on individual choices \\iithin a web of social 
circun1stance. 

Sources and further reading 

The play, fJnmali1in (l\~ew York: Penguin Books, 1951). by l.1..•orgc 
Bernard Sha\\i is well \~'Orth reading and rereading. Failing that, a 
viewing of the video of A1y Fair Lady pro,rides a tonguc·in~cheek 
(perhaps lilcrally) spoof ofhoth undersensitivity and oversensitivity 
to accent. The Ern.,}·dopedia of Language and Linguisncs (Oxford: 
Pergamon Press, 1994) contains a wealth of inforn1ation on accent, 
pronunciation and the components of speech that make up accent. 
·rhe entry on 'Accent' by J. ~1. Y. Simpson is particularly useful. For 
more details on one of the 111ost fan1ous of all loc.al accents, see l>ennis 
Preston's chapter on American Speech. 
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